2 Hence we do well to consider how Hollywood mythmaking from the 1980s onward has helped us to characterize terrorism, connections between American and Middle-Eastern politics, attacks on the virtue or viability of Western Civilization, and more.
Here the emphasis is on the Hollywood aesthetics available to influence American experiences of terrorism and responses to it. What networked figures of sight, sound, story, and concept from popular films contribute to American senses of terrorist acts and world politics in the wake of the September 11 atrocities? What are their principal sources? And what may be said of their political trajectories?
3 The argument is that, especially through the aesthetic packages that we call popular genres, Hollywood cinema has been prefiguring our experiences of the events of September 11, their aftermath, and other acts of political terrorism. Popular genres occur in myriad media. 2 In the movies, they are families of conventions for cinematography, mise-en-scène, story, dialogue, acting, editing, music, even marketing. 3 This is to say that popular genres are aesthetics. They provide templates for our personal and political experiences. Four of these forms are particularly pertinent for analyzing the looks, sounds, and dramas of political terrorism that we encounter on the silver screen. These popular Poroi, 2, 1, August, 2003 genres of cinema are horror, dystopia, thriller, and noir. 5 As widely noted, these figures have become so familiar to Americans -principally from Hollywood films -that the journalistic and popular presumption at first was that terrorists with ties to the Middle East had obliterated the federal building in Oklahoma City. Although the American militia movement had not been ignored altogether by the popular media in America, Timothy McVeigh still came as a special shock to the country. Furthermore his mythic figure has yet to become commonplace in popular films about political terrorism. Hollywood already has filled most roles for terrorists with figures from afar, and its arsenals of terrorist plots twist more toward international machinations.
6 Fortunately for Americans in the twentieth century, Hollywood supplied more numerous and sometimes more vivid instances of political terrorism than the country's enemies. Neither America's political elites nor its mass publics concentrated sustained attention on political terrorism prior to the atrocities wrought in 2001 by al Qaeda. Not even terrorist bombings in the 1990s of the World Trade Center, the Murrah Federal Building, and American foreign embassies crowded out the sights and sounds of terrorism as genred by movie conventions increasingly global in their ambition and impact. This was due in important part to the enormous commercial success and cultural reach of Hollywood products, distributed to audiences almost everywhere in the world. By September 11, the earlier terrorist acts mainly had become fuel for still more imaginative and graphic films. Consequently the phenomenal field for experiencing and Poroi, 2, 1, August, 2003 responding to political terrorism remained wide open to prefiguration by Hollywood films.
Figures and Phenomena
7 Americans have been making sense of terrorist events and concerting themselves to action with the help of Hollywood aesthetics. This is happening even though these popular styles are being disrupted in various degrees by the emerging politics that they have helped to prefigure. Borrowing from the Santa Cruz meta-historian Hayden White, we might observe that popular movies in the last two or three decades have been contributing to a "prefiguration of the phenomenal field" for political terrorism -as we are coming to know and contest it in the wake of 9/11. 4 8 Recent dynamics of terrorism are no exception. 9 The phenomenal field is the vague situation of events and experiences that start to take particular shapes and come into our specific awareness as we encounter them. Both existential phenomenologists and social cognitionists have suggested in various ways that, even before we consciously configure (let alone interpret) our experiences of events, we must prefigure them as diffuse and initial kinds of occurrences. 5 For cognitive science, the clear implication can seem paradoxical: before -or at least aswe cognize experience, we must re-cognize its elements. Otherwise cognition as form and dynamic must lack any content on which to work. Cognition depends on -more or less priorrecognition. To "apprehend" something in the firm if mental grasp which is what the word means, we must discern something to grasp. We must (know to) turn toward it. Because form and content cannot yet be distinct, we do this with a turn. Indeed the ancient Greek word for such a "turn" is "trope," which even the Greeks appreciated also as a prospective "figure" of speech, experience, making, perhaps even acting. 6 10 Popular genres are families of figures. Genres work as wholes; but they also perform in parts, subject to appropriation outside their usual milieus, as fragments when a familiar genre is in disarray, or as remnants when an earlier genre has been dispersed. The conventional elements of genres, as of aesthetics in general, are figures. Even as fragments and remnants, these figures inform our deeds, our words, our thoughts, even our sensations.
11 Figures and, thus, genres go together by elective affinity. 7 We connect like with like as we discern and choose them. Prefigurations play a role, sometimes a decisive one. Yet we can make different affinities as we like, individually but even more socially. Popular genres work this way: like cultural myths and cognitive networks, they are dynamic webs of associations. The experiential activation of a node almost literally re-minds us of linked nodes to the degrees that they have been associated with the first, spreading the activation throughout the web. Each experience reinforces associations that otherwise atrophy, even as it subtly or significantly alters them.
12 Popular films play prominent roles in our political cognition. Hollywood gives us figures for even beginning to sense political events. This is always already a beginning for our response. Popular cinema is far from our only source of prefiguration for any phenomenal field, including the events of September 11 in particular or political terrorism in general. Nonetheless movies do help prefigure our political experiences and responses, even when their figures have not cohered into a singular genre. What we bring with us into new experiences, we may say, are less political facts than audiovisual "figures," many from movies. 8 13 As aesthetics, popular genres are conventional affinities among figures that help define one another. The resurgent genre of noir does not have to link night and rain, but typically it does, and we know it in part from such figures. Conventionally a noir protagonist encounters some dark night of the soul and needs a purging deluge. The figures of night and rain enact or embellish such desired meanings through the "pathetic strategy" common in popular genres. 15 When it comes to terrorism, however, the Hollywood dog that has not barked is horror. Hence it helps to contrast terror with horror, as both a family of feelings and a popular genre of films.
16 Terror is the fraternal twin of horror. As emotions and conditions, the two share much of their genetic material, yet they present distinct faces to the world. Together terror and horror form a complex of action and feeling that can figure momentarily in almost any kind of drama or film. Yet "horror" names a popular genre of movies, a whole family of conventions, whereas "terror" surfaces only in a few conventions of film. And "terrorism" characterizes a prominent form of politics, while "horrorism" remains a word in waiting, with no referents for politics or otherwise. Perhaps an implication is that the intertwined trajectories of horror and terror can be teased apart in the popular operation of politics and possibly in the generic apparatus of cinema. How does Hollywood handle them?
17 Terror is the overwhelming dread-and-despair that puts us (or our movie stand-ins) at the categorical center of assault. Or it does much the same by dispersing specific assaults into a continuing condition. 18 Horror is the overwhelming dread-and-disgust that initially puts someone or something else at the center of assault. Horror happens at first to us as onlookers. We see atrocities that mock any possibility for goodness, truth, or beauty to remain unmixed with monstrosity. Later in horror, however, we look around to realize that the source of perversion is turning to get us, the circle of corruption is coming to encompass us, the sinister system has swallowed us whole. Horror is revulsion for awful acts; it is repulsion from terrible entities. 17 It stems from natural boundaries eradicated or cultural standards transcended. Hence it springs from the strange territory of the uncanny and the sublime, where awful abominations and awesome absolutes turn into one another with each twist in perspective. We might freeze in horror.
Or we might refuse to recognize the horrors we glimpse, and go back to daily routines that pretend nothing major is awry. Yet we also might turn to face horrors, making human sense of their threats and finding good ways to resist them. Horror appalls and revolts; yet horror also can revolutionize, provoking fresh perspectives and effective inventions. For good or ill, horror provokes extreme responses that range from willful oblivion to apocalyptic reckoning. Terror disrupts and stops action by the victims; horror interrupts and radicalizes it. 18 19 Terrorism can stem from criminals, from corrupt governments, from political or religious movements. 21 Yet film after film, intriguing glints of horror do not develop into sustained illuminations of terrorist politics. Nor do possible hints do not turn into detailed subtexts of political terrorism. These would be the ways to seek signs of political terrorism in horror movies: as a New Yorker film critic has said, "The secret of horror movies is subtext -metaphors that attack like viruses and produce a fever of associations in our minds." 20 The few exceptions, where the symbols or subtexts do evoke political terrorism, leave us more with diffuse ideas than specific actions. To me, at least, these possible turns to political terrorism remain too fragmentary, too momentary, for real contributions to structuring our sensibilities for terrorist acts. At most, these cinematic signs in horror give mere glimpses: neither articulate nor imaginative enough to prefigure a field of political terrorism addressed far more amply in thrillers and, perhaps increasingly, in noirs.
22 Unsurprisingly the (counter) examples of political terrorism that surface in the popular genre of horror tie most to regime terrorism. The most vivid example I know is from Interview with the Vampire (1994), a cinematic allegory for horrors of the modern state. Its figure for the fire-bombing of Germany and probably also for the nuclear holocaust suffered by Japan is the poignant pose of a vampire "mother" and "daughter" who hold each other in their arms while the sun burns them into an ashen monument that soon blows away on the breeze. 21 The scene and its encompassing sequence evoke acts of totalitarian terrorism that induce the response of a terrorist campaign in war. Notwithstanding considerable attention to these episodes of political terrorism before and after seeing the film, its imagery is enormously affecting. Horror, like terror, can be overwhelming. 22 23 If this were an exercise in the cinematic psychology of terrorism, we might try to probe the existential conventions of horror movies. How might the seductive gaze and glamour of the vampire suggest how situations of terror draw us into self-destruction, even as they horrify and repulse us? How might the dull gaze and crude appetites of the zombie show how terrorism takes away capacities for intelligent, truly political action? How might the haunting chill of the ghost evoke the abiding hatred and corrosive guilt that keep terrorist acts from much success? Horror might be ripe for use in 
Dystopia and Totalitarianism
25 In regime terrorism, the political system targets its own inhabitants almost willy-nilly for atrocities such as arbitrary arrests, tortures, disappearances, poisons, bombings, or other radical disruptions. The aim, insofar as there is a coherent idea at work, is to subjugate, humiliate, and dehumanize the population. 27 In other words, the anti-political purpose of regime terror soon turns into power and cruelty for their own insanely sadistic sake. Picture, wrote George Orwell, "a boot stamping on a human face -forever." 28 This is the totalitarian nightmare of systematic regime terror that drove the democratic imagination throughout most of the twentieth century. 29 By the start of the twenty-first century, events and Hollywood had begun to supplant totalitarian control and regime terrorism with terrorism by movements and insurgent conspiracies as the western template for political hell on earth.
26 Regime terrorism virtually defines its own (sub)genre of dystopia. 30 This articulates the horror archetype of the Bad Place into an intricate and far-reaching web of figures that remains even today America's primary epitome of political horror. 31 Hollywood seldom produces films in this mode, in important part because relentless downers do not draw lots of viewers or make much money. As far as Hollywood is concerned, dystopia is less a genre in its own right than a subgenre. It is more a subgenre of science fiction than horror. And it tends to omit specific acts of political terrorism. Two of the best dystopias that focus on terrorist acts are popular Middle-Eastern, rather than Hollywood, films: Bab el Oued City and The Tornado. Remarkable as well is The Day After (1983), one of the more sensational movies made for television. Its terrorizing regime is the international system of nuclear deterrence during the Cold War. When the system of Mutual Assured Destruction breaks down, the resulting nuclear holocaust becomes an act of political terrorism that produces an unremitting nightmare. Yet none of these three films seems important, at least for Americans, in prefiguring political terrorism regarded as specific acts by insurgents or anti-western movements.
27 When Hollywood does venture a dystopia, it is apt to slide from terrorism that targets bystanders to ruthless regimes of surveillance, torture, and punishment that identify dissidents and do them in. Presumably the judgment is that this makes motivations more comprehensible, plots tighter, and settings more plausible for viewers used to people and practices that calculate interests for efficient means to given ends. Brazil (1985) and the 1984 version of 1984 are ready examples. As a result, the political terrorism crucial for the dynamics of totalitarian regimes -and apparent also in the actions of some authoritarian politiesseldom surfaces in Hollywood dystopias. For political theorists, terrorism by totalitarian regimes is arbitrary in many particular instances but endemic to the system. It is, in a word, systemic. For Hollywood movies, political terrorism is occasional and instrumental. It springs from relatively specific grievances even though it targets civilians who lack any direct role in producing the grievances. is a remarriage thriller that is equally a comedy of remarriage. The matrimonial union between Harry Tasker (Arnold Schwarzenegger) and his wife, Helen (Jamie Lee Curtis), drifts then begins to unravel piece by piece in the first half of the film. So the second half reweaves it. Along the way, of course, the political terrorists get identified and defeated, while the Taskers and the audience share comic thrills from James Cameron. The system of the national-security state achieves respect, rescue, and restoration. Overall the politics are ideologically conservative: no great surprise with Arnold in the lead. But again aesthetics trump ideologies: comedy devolves into farce, thriller heroism escalates into super-heroism, and the conservative outrage at terrorism turns into the sly romance of bystanders striking back. Nuclear annihilation of the Florida Keys begins as a terrorist atrocity, but it becomes merely a colorful prelude to fun on the dance floor.
41 The Sum of All Fears is complicated because there are two sets of obstacles for the hero. The overt villains are nazis who crave world domination, and they provoke the crisis typical for thrillers. Yet the crisis would not occur were there no quasi-Cold War confrontation remaining between Russia and the United States as the world's two nuclear powers of greatest note. The government officials in Russia and the United States are driven in conventional thriller fashion by personal and political imperatives that boil down to upholding the honor of their own sides.
42 Jack Ryan (Ben Affleck) must exercise a cool calculation of interests based on a mastery of information about characters and conditions in order to take the Russians and Americans out of their escalating showdown over national and individual honor. In regard to the Russians and Americans, therefore, Ryan is a critical historian who promotes the liberal politics of a larger rationality of knowledge and human interests. This averts disaster from the republican dialectic of honor and anger, with affronts escalating into all-out war. Thus it replays the political lessons promoted by proto-liberal theorists such as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.
43 In response to the international gang of resurgent nazis, by contrast, Affleck's figure is the dashing hero familiar from spy-vs.
spy thrillers. He shows his excellence in action through daring, perseverance, improvisation, and martial arts. The nazi terrorists instigate the crisis, but the nuclear powers complicate it. Thus the first skein of the plot is republican, and the second is liberal. Ryan helps America and the world limit nazi terrorism and avenge nazi evil. He also helps Russia and the United States escape from the terrible system of escalating grudges.
44 The academic caricature of thrillers would take their conventions of heroism and villainy to mean especially short shrift for the grievances of terrorists. That is what The Sum of All Fears gives us for the nazi terrorism: little sense of what grievances the gang might have or why, and no sympathy at all for its politics. The larger part of the movie, however, concerns motivations for Russian and American acts that provide chilling parallels to the nazi terrorism. These receive careful exposition in words as well as colorful articulation in symbols both aural and visual. The film cultivates some sympathy for grievances on each side, even as it criticizes every turn toward terrorism. The genre does much the same. Roughly a fourth of the time, it disregards grievances altogether, at least in recent offerings. Half of the time, it discredits grievances emphatically and perhaps one-sidedly. But the other fourth of thrillers on terrorism delve more respectfully, even sympathetically at times, into the motivations for political terror. Thrillers condemn terrorism as violence against more or less innocent bystanders; yet this does not keep the genre from detailed, and sometimes supportive, consideration of troubles that generate political terrorism. Hollywood thrillers have been more subtle and intelligent than we might expect in prefiguring terrorism. In movies such as The Siege, the genre even warns against accommodating terrorists by responding to their attacks with misdirected or disproportionate retaliation, suspension of civil liberties, and regime terror. Thrillers show more than a modicum of sophistication about political terrorism.
Noir and Sophistication
45 It is no wonder, then, that Hollywood has started blending thrillers with noirs in order to tackle political terrorism with even greater flair and sophistication. In some Hollywood quarters, noir films seem little more than thrillers become acutely stylish, self-aware, and sophisticated. In others, the mark of noir is realism, in a strongly stylized sense. This realism encompasses seedy settings, grainy colors, and many shadows. It also means moral malaise, political hardball, and rhetorical savvy in social systems that ensnare people left and right. Noir is a genre ready-made for the complexities of political terrorism along with attempts to preempt, repudiate, or punish it.
46 As political terrorists began targeting the United States more intensely in the 1990s, film noir was returning to the fore in popular movies. The genre had flourished in the 1940s and '50s. Then noir subsided so much in prominence that some scholars defined it as a delimited period rather than a continuing genre. When you look for them, of course, there turn out to have been more than ten noir films released every decade in the 1960s, '70s, and '80s. Nevertheless the Hollywood proportion of noir films had declined, and a few shining exceptions like Chinatown (1974) showed how marginal to the aesthetics of Hollywood in this interregnum generic noir had become. By the second half of the '80s, however, film noir was making a comeback. The '90s viewed some fifty new noirs, and the resurgent genre once more became a prominent Hollywood source of sights, sounds, and stories. 49 If we reckon that the new century began in 2000, we may say that already it has contributed another thirty noir films. 50
47 Accordingly noir aesthetics have been amply available to help Americans experience the terrorist atrocities of September 11, 2001; and this Hollywood genre is making an impact on our political sensibilities. When Maureen Dowd, the national weathervane of the New York Times, addressed that day's terrorist attacks, she took her title from a famous noir film by Orson Welles. It recently had been re-released in a "director's cut," based on requests that Welles made of the studio, which had edited his footage into a logical mess. His movie still was powerful enough aesthetically to attract popular attention half a century later. "Touch of Evil," Dowd called her take on the world in the wake of September 11. She began a commentary with the look and feel of a genre renowned for painting gray on gray: "I've always loved film noir. The grays, the shadows, the mysterious webs of murder, deception and corruption, the morally ambiguous characters." Nonetheless, she wrote, "I never expected to see a noir shadow fall on the white marble hive of Washington. The film noir hero, as Nicholas Christopher wrote, descends 'into an underworld, on a spiral.' The object of his quest 'is elusive,' and he is beset 'by agents of a larger design of which he is only dimly aware.'" 51
48 Like most fans, Dowd seems to have thrilled to the genre's ambiguities, its sophisticated sense of foggy complications making for steamy mysteries and stories of the American dream undone by its own ambitions. Even by October, Dowd could observe how "Sept. 11 was a day of crystalline certainty. Thousands of innocent people were dead. We had to find the murderers and unleash hell." Soon there were complications. "But after that things got weirdly muddied. We would have been prepared for a conventional war outside our borders. But we were not prepared for the terrorists' unconventional war inside our heads. We went from never imagining the damage the barbarians inside our gates could do to imagining little else." Noir contributed to the imagining. 54 Like horror and dystopia, noir suspects that systems entrap us even in the most ordinary of everyday activities. The leading figures in noir films are nothing like innocent. When they try hardest to be bystanders, stepping aside from the fray or pretending that they can stay aloof from the systematic corruption, their ignorance ruins their own efforts and other people's lives. Yet the wake-up calls that rouse noir protagonists to recognize their perils and responsibilities activate their residual virtues. These reconstruct the shadows and mirrors of politics into rights and wrongs that make human sense in fallen worlds far from pure innocence or absolute evil. In some ways, we all participate in the regime, the system, the transgressions, even the terrors. But in other ways, there can be bystanders, civilians, victims outside any proper scope of violence -notwithstanding their real contributions, conscious or not, to acts that outrage others. In noir, we can learn how war and terror and freedom-fighting and all other politics face complications that should induce a sense of limits along with a capacity of self-criticism.
55 Noir sprang from the literary (sub)genre of hardboiled detection. In the 1920s and '30s, the "roman noir" had turned the uppercrust amateur detective operating in the milieu of the country manor into a sometimes suave but always hard-bitten private eye who scrambles to make a living from the seamy side of the city. 58 Like hardboiled detection, classical film noir situates itself in the gritty night of an endlessly corrupt city under siege in every direction from criminals and political manipulators. 59 As a "lone knight of justice," the noir detective cannot hope to restore order or impose justice on the model of the classical detective. He is in over his head, and his interventions in the ongoing dynamics of crime are more likely to aggravate the harm than heal even a small part of the city. Even when the protagonist of classical noir is not exactly a detective -but more a minor-league Faust who blunders toward personal, moral, social, and political catastrophe -the most he can manage is to leave behind a lesson: his cautionary tale about how things went wrong.
56 Dowd observed that "The last thing this country wanted was to be pulled into another hostile, unfamiliar landscape or more political quicksand. Even in our national discourse, we rejected ambiguities, preferring the thumbs up-thumbs down, who's inwho's out, box office winner-box office loser sureties. But now we're enmeshed in ambiguity. First we wanted to bomb Afghanistan. Then, when we saw the suffering of the people there, we wanted to send food. Now we may bomb them with missiles and care packages." This fits the chiaroscuro complexity of noir. "President Bush is struggling with geopolitical jujitsu. Our old enemy Russia is our new ally. Our old ally Israel is accusing us of appeasing the Arabs. We have to now trust countries we distrusted, like Pakistan. We have to hand out bribes and play footsie with those who tolerated and sheltered and exported terrorists -and may again." As Dowd concluded, "Our desire for justice remains unambiguous. Beyond that, as Keats wrote, "there is nothing stable in the world; uproar's your only music." The classical sensibility of noir finds abyss and chaos just below the surface. It experiences ruin and corruption perceptible through the pretty pretensions and petty sophistications of the city.
57 Classical noir always favored Los Angeles as its sin city. As a city, however, L.A. was always already decentered and postmodern: more a ramshackle network of suburbs in search of a city than a gleaming beacon on the hill of western imagination. 60 Film noir establishes L.A. with shots from the hill. These look down on a tangle of freeways, aqueducts, and subdivisions in a valley shading into smog and night. The Hollywood sign of celebrity culture and politics labels a neighboring hill. Hollywood films show Arab terrorists in particular as coming from the dark warrens, bright deserts, and sun-washed cities of the Middle East; and the L.A. of film noir manages all three at once, as well as unreal downpours of rain that never can wash the city clean. When we witness a New York suffocated in ash and smoke and grit, or we look upon the ruined-coliseum made by fallen fragments from the twin towers of the World Trade Center, we see with Dowd a noir city left in the twilight of the idols.
58 Resurgent noir turns the fatally sophisticated city not only into suburbs but also into the abstracted systems of domination and corruption long excoriated by the existentialists. 61 The targets, dynamics, and consequences of political terrorism find themselves and lend themselves to noirish figures that include rather than excuse ourselves from the picture.
59 Not long after reading Dowd, I attended a POROI Rhetoric Symposium on responses to the terrorist attacks of 9/11. 62 The conference guide to art exhibits, academic panels, and original performances runs almost forty pages, and its cover shows in noirish silhouette an airplane flying in the soft gray air over a New York skyline that still featured the twin towers. For the first day, the conference managers projected this grim, funereal image in grayscale on a big screen behind the symposiasts. Throughout the second day, participants watched video ruminations on the 9/11 aftermath, photographs of Ground Zero and the informal memorials taking shape around it, and a drama on naming the dead: the victims in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania. Every one of the videos, pictures, and performances glowered with shadowy-gray sensibility of noir. More ominous even than the stark blacks, whites, and reds of horror, the chiaroscuro sophistication of noir gave the occasion a somber sense of the fatal perplexities of political terror. Similar effects can be seen in the Hollywood turn to noir as a generic setting for coming to terms with terrorism.
60 Wallace Stevens said that "Politic man ordained / Imagination as the fateful sin." 63 For a civilization now learning more than it ever wanted to know about the politics of terror, noir is a popular genre that has much to recommend it. The shadowy shapes of twin towers at the World Trade Center collapse into a flash of fire, a rain of ash, a darkness of more than night and rubble. These are powerful figures from noir for the terrorism now emerging in Hollywood's politics -and our own. 
